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VIVIAN JOHNSON

Urban Adolescents Jump
into Young Adult Literature
Vivian Johnson, Ph.D., is an assistant professor of education at Marygrove
College in Detroit. Even though she no longer teaches this age group, she
continues reading aloud to students at a local high school. A member of
MRA, she has written and presented on topics related to reading and writing
with urban adolescents in Michigan and across the country.
hirteen-year- old Eugene sat with his
classmates in an urban middle school
lassroom listening to the story Nobody s
aughter (Pfeffer, 1996). When he heard
that the bully town girls had shoved Emily's
friend to the ground he yelled out, "Ohhh! I feel like
jumping in that book!" An engagement had taken
place, and when these orphans were attacked, he
felt their pain and wanted to do something about
it. This desire to "jump in a book" on the behalf of
a mistreated character is fertile ground to develop
care and concern for another human being-sensitivity towards victimized individuals-and can also
become a catalyst for social justice.
Young adult literature reflects the realities of adolescence-allowing teenagers to explore situations and
issues that they might experience. So much of what
shapes the worldview of urban adolescents has been
media reports and highlights of violence, dropout
rates, illiteracy, drugs, and teen pregnancy-dismal
statistics challenged by Chideya (1995). With
these as a backdrop students form opinions about
themselves, their environment, and the people
around them-opinions that are filtered through
others' perceptions (Johnson, 1997). When these
are internalized, negative life-scripts can be created.
Literature is an opportunity to re-write these scripts
through moral, social and emotional experiences
with texts that speak to the heart and mind. It was
this power of literature that led to the exploration of
urban adolescents' response to young adult literature.
From August to December 2000 a class of 22
urban African-American seventh- and eighth-grade
12

students, 11 boys and 11 girls, listened to 30-minute
teacher read-aloud Monday through Thursday.
These students attended a private K-8 school in a
large, Midwestern city. The following five young
adult novels, which the teacher had successfully
shared with previous classes, were selected to read
aloud.
Sister by Eloise Greenfield (1974/1992). Twelveyear-old African American Doreen has to cope with
changes taking place in her family when her older
sister Alberta has problems adjusting to the death of
their father.
Forged by Fire by Sharon Draper (1997). Teenager
Gerald has to cope with anger as well as physical
and sexual abuse in his new home with his stepfather, Jordan; his mother, Monique; and his young
stepsister, Angel.
Parrot in the Oven, Mi Vida by Victor Martinez
(1996). Mexican-American teenager Manny learns
lessons of survival when events at home cause
conflict between his father and mother. At the same
time his brother, Nardo, and sister, Pedi, experience
problems of their own.
Freak, The Mighty by Rodman Philbrick (1993).
Eighth-grader Maxwell Kane is "big and dumb."
His life changes when he befriends Kevin, a smart
handicapped boy. The pair share adventures until
Maxwell is kidnapped by his father. Kevin rescues
him, but soon after succumbs to his illness.
Tears of a Tiger by Sharon Draper (1994). Sixteen
year-old Andy, whose driving while drinking caused
an accident that killed his best friend struggles, to
overcome his feelings of guilt.
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Reading Aloud
Emotional responses were expressed as the students
listened to the stories, which created a forum to
explore human behavior as these adolescents struggled with their own moral and emotional issues.
They responded according to their mental image
of the events taking place and reacted (Langer,
1995) based on personal experiences (Rosenblatt,
1978) and perceived expectations (Johnson, 1997).
Engagement with the characters and events on
a personal level had them laughing, crying, and
getting angry enough to "jump in the book" to help
a character. This validates the idea that what one
brings to the text ultimately gives it meaning. The
literature discussions combined with writings sustained social and emotional development of students
whose lives are shaped by their experiences. This
was evident through comments that reflected their
perceptions of other ethnic groups, stereotypes,
and concerns about domestic violence, abuse, and
relationships.
Although discussions followed the daily readings,
students frequently interrupted the readings with
questions and comments about the plot as it unfolded.
The content of the discussions indicated a need for
the adolescents to validate their worldview, often
questioning characters' morals as understood through
their schema of cultural behavior. For example, a
male student wanted to know if the characters in
Freak the Mighty were "Black." When asked what
he thought, his response-"no Black person would
return a purse found with money in it"-supports the
idea of self-degradation. Several of his peers cosigned this statement, while others challenged it as a
racial stereotype. This led to a whole class discussion
about expectations about human behavior, the basis
of stereotypes, and their responsibility not to perpetuate them (Johnson, 1997).
Forged by Fire stirred emotions from start to finish.
Some students were incredulous and angry at a
mother's failure to protect her children from abuse,
but others with prior knowledge of the book focused
on the mother's fear and victimization as reasons
for this behavior. Empathy and anger toward Andy,
a character in Tears of a Tiger, was nourishment
for interesting dialogue about responsibility for
someone else's life and the hopelessness that caused
Andy's demise. Discussions about Sister were not
as in-depth as other book discussions. Perhaps the
FALL

age of the main character (considerably younger
than the students) was a factor. The older sister's
behavior drew the most comments. Although many
of the students saw the behavior towards her mother
as disrespectful, some were able to "understand"
because she could not get over her father's death.
It was clear that most students were not engaged
during the reading of Parrot in the Oven, Mi Vida.
Some slept; others put their heads down on the
desk. It was obvious that there was a limited schema
about Mexican Americans. The teacher's failure
to provide background information made reading
this story more tedious for the students. The story
dragged when the reading was interrupted to explain
language and certain events. Some of the students
assumed that their Cuban-African American classmates would be able to identify with the characters,
not considering they were born and raised in
Michigan and unaware of the difference between
the two groups. Eventually, this book discussion led
to a lesson about diversity that in tum encouraged a
better understanding of Mexican-American culture.

Extension Activities
The most emotional discussions focused on abuse
and violence issues. Students shared their personal
knowledge of these issues and explored what they
would do if they were in the same situation as the
characters. Because many of them were expressing
linear thinking, they had not thought beyond an
immediate reaction. The students were challenged
to find out more about the issues that permeated
their discussions, particularly those presented in
Forged by Fire and Tears of a Tiger. Students
contacted local and national organizations to obtain
information about sexual and physical abuse and
domestic violence. An attorney was interviewed
regarding the laws and approximate prison time
a person could serve for sexual abuse, as well as
the legal consequences for killing someone while
drinking and driving. Some students researched
suicide: how to recognize the warning signs and
places to get help. The culminating activity was an
oral presentation of their research information.
Once the five novels were completed, we reviewed
the characters, plots and themes of all the books.
Afterwards, the students were instructed to answer
the following questions in their literature response
journals.
2002
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( 1) Which story did you like best and why?
(2) Which story did you like least and why?
(3) Which character did you like best and why?
(4) Which character did you like least and why?

"It explained (or made clearer) about people
who sexually abuse children." Female, 12
"It had interesting stuff in it like fire, rape,
domestic violence, etc." Female, 12

Journal Responses

"It had a lot of action in it." Male, 13

Narrative writings were collected from 21 of 22
students who heard the books; one was absent.
Fifteen of the 21 students wrote that Forged by Fire
was their best-liked story, and 16 students selected
Parrot in the Oven as the least-liked story. Freak
the Mighty and Tears of a Tiger each were favorites
of 3 students, while Sister and Freak the Mighty
were chosen as the least favorite book by 3 and 2
students, respectively.

"I liked that book because it was so true."
Female, 12

The following comments (identified by gender and
age) were written about the students' choice of their
best or least liked story and the best or least like
character. Not all students responded with a reason
for liking or disliking a book or character, and
duplicated comments are not repeated here. (In as
much as students are not required to revise j oumal
entries, comments are presented in first draft format
to maintain the integrity of their voices.)
Sister. This book was read at the beginning of the
school year. Several students wrote that they did not
remember what happened in this story since it had
been "so long ago." They also wrote fewer comments.
"It was ok just until her father dies on his
birthdate [sic]." Male, 12

"The book I didn't like was Sister because I
don't remember it." Female, 12
"I did not get into the story." Female, 13
"Sister was lame." Male, 13
Forged by Fire. Students were engaged in this book
from the first chapter. More discussion and physical
reaction occurred during the reading of this book
than with any other. The students verbalized words
of anger and disgust as if engaged in a conversation
with characters. Non-verbal communication was
observed which supported these emotions. Applause
and cheering erupted when Jordan "got his."

"I like the way Gerald took up for his sister
and all the times he took her beatings."
Male, 13
"It was exciting." Female, 12
14

"I had more interest in it than any other
book." Female, 13
Characters from the best-liked story Forged by Fire
were selected most often as best- and least-liked characters. Overwhelmingly, students did not like Jordan,
and their written comments focused on his abusive
behavior towards his wife, daughter, and stepson.
"He was a beater." Female, 12
"He keep telling her [Angel] he was going to
kill her cat." Male, 12
"He loves to beat somebody. Somebody
need to beat on him." Female, 12
"I was kinda glad he died." Female, 12
"Mean old Jordan because of his stupidity
and nastiness." Female, 13
"He had his wife scared of him." Male, 13
"He thought he was hard ... a person would
have to be sick to do what he did to his
daughter .... " Male, 13
"He just disgust me." Female, 13
Jordan's wife Monique was also one of the leastliked characters, the main issue being her failure to
protect her children from Jordan's abusive behavior.
"I think Monique was stupid for letting Jordan come back in her house anyway, I know
it's wrong but somebody need to smack her
stupid self because she was a sick person for
letting him back anyway." Male, 14
"She was so worried about Jordan she
couldn't help her son and daughter. She was
a wimp. She was scared to fight Jordan back.
She didn't take her daughter away when
Jordan was beating on her and she knew he
was." Female, 13
"She was not trying to believe nothing kids
said ... Jordan would beat on the kids and
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on Monique, and she didn't even care."
Male, 13

the people he was living with .... He should
have asked him if he wanted to go with
him." Male, 12

Gerald, Monique's son and Jordan's stepson, was
the most-liked character largely because of his role
as a protector for his younger sister.

"My favorite book was Freak the Mighty."
Male, 12

"I like how he took up for his sister. He was
very brave to try to fight Jordan." Male, 13

"I didn't really understand it, well probably
because I was missing days, but the reason
why I don't like it, it just seem fake to me."
Female, 12

"He wasn't scared of Jordan." Female, 12.
"He finally had enough nerve to stand up to
Jordan." Male, 12.

"My favorite book was Freak the Mighty
because they went on lots of adventures."
Male, 12

"He was like a hero to Angel." Female, 13
"He played on the basketball team and he
always took up for Angel." Male, 12

Parrot in the Oven, Mi Vida. This was one of the
least-liked stories read aloud. During the reading
of early chapters it was necessary to clarify events
and some terminology as most of the students had
limited schemata with respect to the MexicanAmerican culture.

Tears ofA Tiger. Several familiar characters from
Forged by Fire were also in Tears of a Tiger, which
seemed to engage students from the onset.
"The reason I like this book is because it
talks about how someone kills someone that
they love very much and how it affects their
life." Female, 12

"I really didn't pay any attention to that book.
I really didn't get it in the beginning. Maybe
that book was just not for me." Female, 13

"Everything seems so real. The book is sad,
and I think the characters are real people.
That is how real people would act." Female,
12

"I hated it because it was dumb." Male, 12

"It was a good book." Female, 12

"Nothing good ever happened in that book
and it didn't make any sense." Male, 13

Discussion

"I don't why I don't like it ... Maybe I got
their names mixed up." Female, 12
"If someone was going to ask me what did
the title mean I would be confused." Male, 13

"The title had little to do with the story and
the ending was lame." Male, 12
"All that Spanish junk will get you lost and
confused. It will make you lose interest in a
second." Female, 13

Freak, the Mighty. It was obvious during discussions of this story that the boys were more engaged
in this story than were the girls. This could be
related to the fact that there weren't any female
characters with whom the girls could identify.
"I liked that book best because of all of the
non-stop action." Male, 12

Greenfield (1985) contends that books which reach
children should ... "build self-respect and encourage
the development of positive values; make children
aware of their strength and leave them with a sense of
hope and direction; teach them skills necessary for the
maintenance of health and for economical survival"
(p. 21). This was reflected in these five stories of urban
adolescent challenges. These were lessons learned
hearing about Gerald's struggle to survive, Andy's
unrelenting guilt over the death of his friend, Doretha's
desire to end her sister's suffering, Manny's frustration
at his inability to control his parents' behavior, and
Maxwell's need to become someone different. These
are some of the same issues that urban adolescents
encounter daily. Knowing that they are not alone in the
journey through adolescence can be a cathartic experience, and literature has that power.
Listening to these five stories, 22 students were
allowed to visit the lives of adolescents with
whom they shared common experiences. They also
explored unknown worlds as they heard about other

"I liked Freak the Mighty least because his
father came and tried to take him away from
FALL
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cultures. Stereotypical thinking was challenged
when they discussed the morality of some teenagers, and they learned that death can come when a
drunk driver smashes a car into an embankment or
when a dreamer's body calls it quits. Each story
provided these students an opportunity to "jump
into a book" and hopefully emerge as more enlightened and informed individuals.

Langer, J.A. (1995). Envisioning literature: Literary
understanding and literature instruction.
New York: Teachers College Press.
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